Teachers often see any kind of external assessment as an evil to be endured but certainly not embraced. And as more and more states enter the writing-assessment arena, the fear and hostility indexes among teachers have risen dramatically. Some of this apprehension is understandable since most statewide assessments have not provided much useful information to teachers or to students. In addition, the design of the assessment has not always been clear to teachers, and there has been uncertainty about how results would be used.
wanted. We determined, however, to create a different environment in which the criteria for assessment were collaboratively developed, frequently discussed, and consistently used.
Because Rebecca was teaching ninety-four tenth graders in six classes divided among both general and academic students, we focused upon them as our pilot group. All of these students were familiar with the writing process and already had worked in Scribes in each group recorded comments while students pondered over just what it is that makes writing "tick" for them.
peer-response groups. We began by setting aside class time to consider the characteristics of effective writing. In small-group discussions, students focused on what makes writing work. We suggested that they consider a piece of favorite literature as well as an article in a magazine such as Seventeen or Sports Illustrated as sources for ideas. In addition, students generated a list of short stories, nonfiction pieces, and novels that they had read thus far in the class. Students also could consider each other's writing. Titles were placed on the chalkboard for reference. Beside these, we placed two questions: What makes the writing strong? What makes the reading enjoyable? Scribes in each group recorded comments while students pondered over just what it is that makes writing "tick" for them. As they talked among themselves, names like Victor Hugo, Piers Anthony, Jeffrey Archer, Danielle Steele, Charles Dickens, and Edgar Allan Poe floated around the room. Both we and the students were astonished that they had read and remembered so much.
Once authors had been identified, the groups moved on to exactly what these and other authors do in their writing. Students began to make comments: "* I love it when there is a case history at the begin- The students spent two class periods in dialogue. The general classes tended to be far more topic-oriented than the academic classes, expressing distinct preferences for violence and love stories while demanding certain features in the text such as the setting in the first paragraph and language that did not perplex or challenge them and take them away from the focus of the story. The academic classes, on the other hand, tended to cite features such as foreshadowing, characterization, dialogue, and ideas that make you think.
As the dialogues continued, students began to examine and discuss their lists of characteristics. One group discovered that a "satisfying ending" meant a "cliff-hanger ending" for some, "all loose ends tied up" for others, and "happy" for still oth-ers. Students began to see the differences in their demands as readers and in their preferences as writers. One student remarked, "This is more reason than ever to talk about our writing with each other. One word can mean one thing to me and something different to the people in my group."
After generating characteristics of effective writing, the students spent two class periods categorizing items under the five traits of effective writing established by the Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE): focus, content, organization, style, and conventions. When students submitted their finished lists, we combined the material generated by all the classes and grouped it under the five traits. As we eliminated duplicates, combined similarities, and refined the language, the definite characteristics of the five traits that began to emerge bore a striking resemblance to the PDE descriptions of each trait, even though we had never shown those descriptions to the students. We put the PDE traits and the student-generated characteristics on overhead transparencies and showed them to several students; we stressed that what they saw on the transparencies was the cumulative result of their discussions, their lists, and their demands for quality in reading and writing. Students quickly recognized their own or their group's contributions. Exclamations of "I said that one!" or "Hey, that came from our group, remember?" could be heard around the room. We were careful to interweave exact comments from the students' work so they knew we had read their material, and we discussed each characteristic to be certain that students understood the language. These were the traits that appeared for Organization: We decided to display the items on large pieces of white cardboard that could be moved easily about the room. Items had to appear with the identification of the source and the name of the student making the contribution.
The next day students pored excitedly over each other's pieces, reading, talking, copying passages, and presenting. In all the classes, students preferred to work with each other's writing rather than published pieces. Gretchen, for instance, offered an item from Heather's paper as a strong example of style:
When I entered the classroom, I saw him-my studmuffin across the room. The students stepped back, creating a corridor of love that ran from him to me. I looked up only to gaze into his eyes, wide with horror.
Nathan, making a contribution to the conventions trait, was impressed with Dustin's handling of the semi-colon, a skill which thus far had eluded Nathan: "As a little boy I walked the snow between the house and the barn with my grandfather; I Once the traits and their general descriptors had been identified, the next step was to show students a range of quality within each trait. assessment work continued, the display examples served as quick points of reference for our discussions. Without much prompting, students continued to contribute to the display regularly. Often students would leave their response groups to study the display of a certain trait and then report back to their groups. Others, who had located examples of their own work that seemed to fit the traits, used them as teaching tools with their peers. Their sense of empowerment in defining the traits became quickly apparent, for never before had these students approached their peers' writing with such eagerness and confidence.
Once the traits and their general descriptors had been identified, the next step was to show students a range of quality within each trait. To help them visualize this range, we used a descriptive continuum (for an example, see Figure 1 ), modeled on one developed by Vicki Spandel and Ruth Culham, (Center for Classroom Assessment, Northwest Regional Educational Library, 101 SW Main, Suite 500, Portland, Oregon 97204). The next step toward analytical assessment called for breaking each of the traits into a scale of six increments because we wanted to mirror the Pennsylvania holistic rubric as closely as possible. To focus students' attention on the language of writing assessment, each increment of a trait was represented by a number rather than a grade. Each trait, therefore, had to be scored from six to one with a score of six corresponding to the most effective use of the trait. Student attention was focused on the descriptors for each increment. In this way, we hoped to disassociate students as much as possible from the old points and letter-grade game. The main purpose of the analytical rubric was to help students place their work in relation to each of the traits. Doing so would provide them with greater feedback about their writing than the holistic-scoring scheme used in the state-wide assessment.
Although we originally intended to have separate descriptors for each of the six increments, students quickly decided that a "5" really was a thinner version of a "6"; once they seemed to understand this, we collapsed the scale to the version in Figure 2 (p. 52) . Students did not seem to experience difficulty in determining whether a trait was at the lower or higher end of the range.
Because this approach to assessing writing was new to the students and to us, we questioned the wisdom of trying to deal with all five traits for the first attempt and settled on using just three. Content, style, and organization matched well with the personal narrative assignment they had been working on, and students had found strong examples of these traits for their classroom display boards.
Even though the students learned to discuss and assess writing in terms of the analytical descriptors and seemed comfortable giving and receiving ratings, inevitably we had to translate the ratings into points for the grade book. It seemed ironic that after the students had gained so much from divorcing their writing from grades, we had to turn around and convert the diagnostic information into a traditional grading system. Reluctantly, we designed a conversion grid, wondering as we did so if this move would destroy all we had gained. Using the analytical scale had thus far eliminated the usual questions about how much an assignment was worth: Will I get an A if I do this, how close am I to a B, or what do I have to do to just pass? It had freed the students from the paralyzing effects of pre-occupation with grades.
Our conversion grid was composed of a sixpoint scale for each trait-content, organization, and style. A paper with the highest possible rating for all three earned eighteen points or one-hundred percent. The minimum score would be one for each trait or a total of three, which converted to below sixty-nine percentage points. We marked off conventional grade ranges that corresponded to the school's percentage system: 100-93=A; 92-85=B; 84-76=C; 75-70=D; 69 and below=F. The system worked well. Every student paper had an evaluation sheet attached to it, featuring the three traits with their corresponding descriptors and score levels, a place for conversion into points/percentage, and a letter grade. As each paper was evaluated, we simply circled the ratings and then recorded the corresponding conversion Eventually, students even created a sixth trait, voice, because they believed it was so important in creating a unique piece of writing. grades on the evaluation sheet. Later, the percentage/points were entered in the grade book under the heading of personal narrative, 100 points possible.
We liked the system and learned to score from it quite quickly, but we were not certain how the students would react when the first papers and evaluation were returned. However, the response in all six classes varied little. In general, students spent their time reviewing the evaluations, constantly moving between their texts and the ratings. When the students finally spoke, they asked each other about individual trait scores. No student asked another what grade he or she received. Instead, they were most concerned about their performance in the individual traits rather than the points or letter grade for the entire piece. Even in small-group discussions, students focused on their strengths as writers and acknowledged areas which needed improvement. They used the same language for discussion and for reflection on the evaluations as they had used to generate the analytical descriptors and to respond to each other's drafts during the development of the narrative pieces.
Once students had experienced the system, they wanted more. They sought to add the remaining traits to the evaluation of their next writing effort and eventually even created a sixth trait, voice, because they believed it was so important in creating a unique piece of writing. We followed a process similar to the original one in generating descriptors for voice; the discussions eventually resulted in a useable trait which students readily incorporated into their discussions and assessments of each other's writing. We simply expanded our original conversion grid and kept the same approach for dealing with the grading system. Student response remained constant, focusing on the descriptors, analyzing text in terms of ratings, and looking for ways to improve on traits with which they had experienced difficulty.
No assessment system is perfect, of course, and this one continues to need refinement. However, implementing the analytical assessment met our original goal: to give students more control over the assessment process and criteria. Students also benefited from increased feedback on their performance. All of this fostered a democratic atmosphere in the classroom. The ambiguity and awkwardness experienced so often by both students and teachers in the assessment process disappeared. What we didn't anticipate was that the language of analytical assessment, generated for the most part by the students, would so tightly unify the entire writing process and produce student evaluators willing to assess each other's writing, as well as their own, as they worked toward the common goal of improvement.
